The spine, a row of 26 bones in your back, allows you to stand up straight and bend over. The spine also protects your spinal cord from being hurt. In people with spinal stenosis, the spine is narrowed in one or more of three parts: l The space at the center of the spine l The canals where nerves branch out from the spine l The space between vertebrae (the bones of the spine).
l
The bands of tissue that support the spine may get thick and hard. l Bones and joints may get bigger. l Surfaces of the bones may bulge out (these are called bone spurs).
Arthritis
In some cases arthritis, a degenerative (gets worse over time) condition can cause spinal stenosis. Two forms of arthritis may affect the spine: osteoarthritis and rheumatoid arthritis.
Osteoarthritis: l
The most common form of arthritis l Most often occurs in middle-aged and older people l Doesn't go away l May involve many joints in the body l Wears away the tough tissue (cartilage) that keeps the joints in place l Causes bone spurs and problems with joints. If you have any of these symptoms, you should call your doctor right away.
How Is Spinal Stenosis Diagnosed?
To diagnose spinal stenosis, your doctor will ask about your medical history and conduct a physical exam. Your doctor may also order one or more tests, such as: l X rays
What Are Some Alternative Treatments for Spinal Stenosis?
Alternative treatments are those that are not part of standard treatment. For spinal stenosis, such treatments include chiropractic treatment and acupuncture. More research is needed on the value of these treatments. Your doctor may suggest alternative treatments in addition to standard treatments.
What Research Is Being Done on Spinal Stenosis?
Questions about spinal stenosis that scientists are trying to answer include: l Which is more effective in treating spinal stenosis, surgery or other treatments?
l Can MRIs identify who should have surgery?
These studies are still ongoing, but results so far indicate that surgery is generally more effective than nonsurgical treatments. Nonsurgical treatments, however, were shown to improve patient function to some extent. The information in this publication was summarized in easy-to-read format from information in a more detailed NIAMS publication. To order the Spinal Stenosis Q&A full-text version, please contact NIAMS using the contact information above. To view the complete text or to order online, visit http://www.niams.nih.gov.
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